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On April 28, the Panamanian government approved the request by Ecuador's former president
Abdala Bucaram for political asylum. Bucaram went to Panama following the Feb. 6 decision by the
Ecuadoran Congress to remove him from office for "mental incompetence" (see NotiSur, 02/07/97
and 02/14/97). Meanwhile, charges and arrest warrants mount against the former president and his
associates, although most of those charged have fled the country.
"The Panamanian government has granted political asylum to Bucaram, his wife and children, and
his brother," said Foreign Relations Ministry spokesperson Erich Rodriguez. "Chancellor Ricardo
Arias personally met with Bucaram to explain to him the rules of asylum. He will be allowed to
continue his political activities, to conduct his campaign in response to his belief that he has been
persecuted, everything except conspire against the stability of another state that is a friend of
Panama."
This is the second time that Bucaram has been granted asylum in Panama. In 1986, he left Ecuador
to escape criminal prosecution on charges of corruption while serving as mayor of Guayaquil. He
was granted asylum in Panama and allowed to stay until 1989. Ecuadoran officials criticize Panama's
decision Panama's decision has strained its relations with Ecuador, where government officials
expressed their dismay at the action. "I find it very unfortunate that Panama has chosen to do this,
especially when it does not involve a political crime but a common crime," said Carlos Solorzano,
president of the Supreme Court (Corte Suprema de Justicia, CSJ). "By taking this action, Panama has
offended our judicial system because it has characterized us as carrying out political persecution."
Ecuador's interim President Fabian Alarcon, who was named by the Congress to replace Bucaram,
was equally critical. "I continue to maintain that Abdala Bucaram is not a victim of political
persecution but a fugitive from Ecuadoran justice," said Alarcon. "He is not persecuted. As much as
he wanted, after having been removed from office, he traveled around the country, spoke where he
chose, and then left the country." Bucaram made the request for asylum in March after the CSJ first
issued a warrant for his arrest. He applied for asylum rather than face legal action in Ecuador (see
NotiSur, 04/11/97). To date, four arrest warrants have been issued for the former president.
Charges of corruption against former officials multiply
Earlier, on April 15, the Ecuadoran Congress dismissed a deputy with strong links to Bucaram.
Eduardo Azar, a supporter and principal business partner of Bucaram, became the first deputy to be
removed from office by Congress in the wake of the charges against Bucaram and his cohorts. The
decision was supported by 49 of the 63 deputies. Ecuadoran laws prohibit members of the legislature
from exercising other government posts. Azar failed to take his seat in Congress for six months
during Bucaram's administration because he was working as a presidential adviser. Bucaram is a
partner in some of Azar's companies, and Azar was one of the deposed president's major financial
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backers during his election campaign. On April 15, the Supreme Court asked the president of the
Congress, Heinz Moeller, to strip 17 legislators of immunity so they can be tried on charges of
corruption.
CSJ president Solorzano's request held that the 17 lawmakers formed part of a "corrupt gang" that
carried out acts harmful to the state. Santiago Bucaram, the former president's brother who was also
granted asylum in Panama, was the principal culprit named in the court document. On April 17, the
inspector general's office accused the 17 deputies of misappropriation of funds controlled by the
office of the deposed president. The same day, Congress agreed to strip 14 of the deputies of their
parliamentary immunity, as the investigation continues into the illegal use of presidential funds.
Meanwhile, on April 24, the CSJ issued the fourth arrest order against Bucaram, this time on charges
of "having offended the armed forces." Earlier arrest warrants included charges of misappropriation
of funds, being involved in corruption in the customs department, extortion, fraud, and anomalies
in connection with his administration's acquisition of education materials. In addition, the court
ordered the arrest of former cabinet secretary Miguel Salem and education minister Sandra Correa,
who allegedly struck a questionable deal with a Colombian supplier of educational materials.
Warrants have now been issued for 13 deputies, most of whom have fled the country, and criticism
is growing that law- enforcement officials have made no arrests. As the judicial inquiries continue,
more evidence emerges each day against Bucaram and his associates, and authorities are pressing
for his extradition from Panama, although the two countries have no extradition agreement. The
former leader could be tried for treason as a result of accusations he made against the armed forces,
and calls are increasing, especially from the military, to revoke his citizenship. [Sources: Inter Press
Service, 04/17/97; Spanish news service EFE, 04/11/97, 04/14/97, 04/15/97, 04/17/97, 04/23/97, 04/25/97,
04/28/97, 04/30/97; Reuter, 04/24/97, 04/28/97, 04/29,97, 05/03/97; Hoy (Ecuador), 05/05/97]
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